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Iran’s supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, may well wish the country’s 
March 14th parliamentary elections would go away.  Even minimally free elec-
tions for the Majles risk a de facto referendum on President Ahmadinejad’s 
economic policies, which are widely perceived as disastrous.  Controlling the 
elections too tightly encourages accusations of a setup, even by Iranian stan-
dards.  There may be no way to play it exactly right.
Clear signs of the balancing act Khamenei is playing can be seen in the disquali-
fication by the Guardian Council (the body in charge of vetting candidates for 
high office in line with regime ideology) of some 2,200 reformist candidates 
earlier this month on charges ranging from “having a file with the police” (virtu-
ally everyone, these days) to disrespect for the Islamic revolution, followed by 
the rolling reinstatement in recent weeks of some 830-odd of them.
One theory of revolution holds that fundamental political shifts occur not when 
people are concerned with making ends meet, but when they find reasons to 
make common cause, either because they have the freedom and reason to do so, 
or things get so bad they have no choice.  In the mid- to late-1990s, the regime 
clearly felt it needed to open the pressure valves.  It set the stage for the surpris-
ing landslide election of the liberalizing reformist Mohammad Khatami, who 
ushered in a period of increased openness known as “Tehran Spring.”  Seeing 
that a movement was developing - and understanding that Khatami was not 
willing to confront them squarely - the conservatives struck back decisively and 
nastily.  Since, Iranians have suffered what might be called a national depres-
sion.  The turnout in the 2004 Majles elections was 50 percent, a record low.  A 
recent informal poll suggests next month’s turnout could be worse.
Khamenei is keen to promote apathy, but these days, the line between apathy 
and anger is increasingly thin.  Galloping inflation, high unemployment, gaso-
line rationing, natural gas shortages, and capital flight, backed by the ever-pres-
ent threat of additional sanctions, all take their toll on ordinary Iranians.  One 

Green Gulf
Although the Gulf is one of the 
world’s richest repositories of energy 
wealth, it is literally running out of 
gas.  Energy consumption is booming 
as regional economies grow, straining 
not only the capacity of local genera-
tors, but even the ability to produce 
enough natural gas to fuel them.  
The numbers tell the story: electric-
ity generation in the GCC states in-
creased more than 50 percent in the 
decade between 1996 and 2006, and 
8.5 percent of that increase was be-
tween 2005 and 2006 alone--the 
highest in the world.
The majority of generators in the Gulf 
are gas-fired, and the spiraling growth 
in electricity needs is outstripping the 
capacity of many states’ gas produc-
tion capability.  In response, some 
of the most energy-rich countries in 
the world are now seeking to become 
leaders in alternative energy.  The 
leader is clearly the UAE, which is 
investing billions in the Masdar En-
ergy Initiative.  The plan includes es-
tablishing a degree-granting research 
center on alternative energy jointly 
sponsored with the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology, and a zero-
carbon, zero-waste city in the desert 
for 15,000 people.
In Qatar, the General Electricity and 
Water Company is planning to build 
the largest solar panel complexes in 
the world to help with electricity gen-
eration, and in energy-poor Bahrain, 
the 50-story World Trade Center will 
use wind turbines to generate 15 per-
cent of its electricity.
Enthusiasts hope that sponsoring new 
technology will give the Gulf states a 
stake in world energy markets when 
the world moves beyond oil, but they 
will need additional generation ca-
pacity long before then. ■OB
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Tehran-based correspondent noted that a recent heating fuel shortage “might 
constitute the biggest threat to the Ahmadinejad government to date.”  Students 
and minorities seem increasingly willing to risk jail to speak out on issues such 
as women’s rights.  Extremely low turnout in the coming elections may signal 
the opposite of apathy, i.e., that Iranians are abandoning the political process 
altogether and seeking out other outlets for their discontent.
While the imminent implosion of the Islamic Republic is unlikely, a major in-
ternal realignment of power is not far-fetched.  It will not likely take the same 
form as under Khatami, whom ultra-conservatives loathe and whom many liber-
als and reformists felt betrayed them.  The impetus could come from the “mod-
ern right,” whose “pragmatist-conservative” icon Ayatollah Hashemi Rafsan-
jani recently allied with Khatami and former Majles speaker Mehdi Koroubi 
to demand that the Guardian Council review the files of reformist candidates 
disqualified from the March elections.  Currently the head of the Khobregan, 
or Council of Experts (the body in charge of selecting the Supreme Leader), 
Rafsanjani is a consummate Iranian insider, a firm believer in economic reform 
and relatively free trade, and yet someone whom more conservative elements 
presumably would trust not to give away the store.  While Rafsanjani is too 
old to stand for the presidential elections in 2009, he could yet play the role of 
king-maker.
What, then, are the implications of these dynamics?
U.S. policymakers are right to focus on the Iranian government’s provocative 
moves in the nuclear arena, but they make a mistake if they neglect to read the 
underlying social and economic dynamics of the Iranian political scene.  Such 
focus would allow the development of effective non-military strategies for deal-
ing with Iran, which are an essential complement to military deterrence.
With this in mind, the United States should aim to build further common cause 
between conservative political forces and “reformist” politicians.  Broad-based 
and increasingly comprehensive and multilateral sanctions continue to be the 
best means of accomplishing this, as they underscore the structural failings of 
the regime and focus the debate internally.
Ultimatums and brash warnings play to ideologies and firebrands, of which Ah-
madinejad is the obvious example.  Commitment to a policy of “regime change” 
and “personalized” sanctions against regime hardliners breeds retrenchment.  
“Sharply targeted” sanctions, such as those against individual leaders or busi-
ness entities associated with the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), 
very much feed into Iranian suspicions that regime change is the firm U.S. ob-
jective.
Similarly dangerous are mixed signals emanating from high-level U.S. institu-
tions.  The conciliatory (Iranians might say capitulatory) tone of the last Na-
tional Intelligence Estimate may yet have diastrous consequences, in giving the 
Iranian hardliners false confidence, while redoubling the current administra-
tion’s resolve to divest Iran of nuclear technologies by force.
A deeper effort to understand Iranian political dynamics, a more consistent ap-
proach to communicating red lines over the nuclear issue, ever-tightening sanc-
tions and de-escalation of rhetoric hold the best chance of easing radicals out 
from behind the steering wheel in favor of a young crop with better foresight.  
U.S. problems with Iran will not go away, but greater predictability in relations 
would be a relief to millions around the globe.  Many of the latter are mindful 
that time is not on the side of the Islamic Republic.  The process certainly will 
not be instantaneous, but promoting a mild spring is far better than a nuclear 
winter.■ 2/20/08
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Links of Interest
The Middle East Program hosted a 
hosted a conference on North Africa 
entitled “Building Stability in North 
Africa: Prospects and Challenges.”
The Middle East Program hosted 
Professor Carrie Rosefsky Wickham 
of Emory University for a Congres-
sional Forum on Islam on January 
18, 2008.
Jon Alterman and Dan Murphy, 
a visiting military fellow, wrote a 
CSIS Critical Questions article on 
January 17, 2008 about the U.S. Na-
vy’s confrontation with the Iranian 
navy.
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